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HEPATITIS  B VACCINATION  PROGRAM 
TARGETS  GRADE  TWELVE  STUDENTS 


Providing  access  to  publicly  funded 
medical  care  will  always  be  an 
important  part  of  our  province’s 
health  system.  But  to  improve  the 
overall  health  of  Albertans,  we  also 
need  to  look  at  the  bigger  picture,  at 
factors  beyond  health  care  that 
contribute  to  health. 

Back  in  1920,  most  people  were 
lucky  to  live  to  the  age  of  60.  But 
now  our  life  expectancy  is  76.0 
years  for  men  and  81.3  years  for 
women. 

There  are  many  reasons  why  life 
expectancy  has  significantly 
increased  over  this  relatively  short 
period  of  time.  We  have  changed 
what  we  eat.  We  live  in  better 
homes.  We  now  have  clean  water  to 
drink,  sanitation  laws  and  safer 
food.  Our  children  are  immunized 
against  disease,  and  we  have  access 
to  good  medical  care. 

Our  level  of  education,  income, 
working  conditions  and  personal 
support  systems  also  determine  our 
health  and  quality  of  life.  By 
focusing  on  these  “determinants  of 
health,”  we  can  save  millions  of 
dollars  in  health  care  costs  down  the 
road. 

Alberta’s  health  system  is  seeing  a 
greater  focus  on  wellness  and  the 
determinants  of  health.  That  means 
that  while  the  acute  care  system 
remains  important,  we  are  also 
focusing  on  health  protection,  health 
promotion,  and  injury  and  disease 
prevention.  This  issue  of  Update  on 
Health  in  Alberta  outlines  just  a few 
of  the  many  strategies  that  are 
helping  Albertans  be  even  healthier. 


Beginning  this  September  - and 
running  for  the  next  three  years  - 
grade  12  students  throughout 
Alberta  will  have  the  opportunity  to 
receive  vaccines  for  hepatitis  B. 

The  vaccination  program  will 
ensure  that  young  Albertans  have 
the  opportunity  to  protect 
themselves  against  this  very  serious 
disease.  By  having  access  to  the 
vaccine  early  in  their  lives,  students 
can  help  prevent  future  infections. 

The  hepatitis  B vaccine,  which  is 
considered  extremely  safe,  is 
administered  in  a series  of  three 
shots  over  six  months  either  at  the 
students’  schools  or  through  their 
local  regional  health  authorities. 

The  program  expects  to  immunize 
approximately  48,000  students  per 
year. 

Since  1982,  immunizations  for 
hepatitis  B have  been  available  for 
people  who  have  a high  risk  of 
contracting  the  disease,  such  as 
hemophiliacs,  health  care  workers 
and  intravenous  drug  users.  In 
1995,  the  program  was  expanded  to 
include  all  grade  5 students  in  the 
province. 
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Today,  all  students  between  grades  5 
and  9 have  been  immunized  and  are 
protected  against  this  potentially 
fatal  disease.  However,  students  in 
grades  10  to  12  do  not  have  any 
protection.  As  a result,  for  the  next 
three  years,  the  new  program  for 
grade  12  students  will  “catch  up” 
with  those  students  who  were  not 
immunized  in  grade  5 and  who  are 
entering  the  age  group  at  highest 
risk  for  exposure. 

The  program  is  a partnership 
between  Alberta  Health  and 
Wellness,  the  Canadian  Liver 
Foundation  and  Alberta’s  17 
regional  health  authorities.  Alberta 
Health  and  Wellness  will  purchase 
the  vaccine,  the  regional  health 
authorities  will  administer  the 
program,  and  the  Canadian  Liver 
Foundation  will  be  responsible  for 

continued  on  page  2 

HOW  PREVALENT  IS  HEPATITIS  B? 

• Hepatitis  B is  1 00  times  more  infedious 
than  HIV. 

• Hepatitis  B is  ranked  second  among  human 
carcinogens  or  cancer  causing  agents. 

• Hepatitis  B is  the  only  sexually  transmitted 
disease  preventable  by  vaccine. 

• Hepatitis  B affects  an  estimated  250,000 
Canadians.  In  many  cases,  people  don't 
even  know  they  have  it. 

• There  are  between  1 50  to  200  new  cases 
of  hepatitis  B reported  every  year  in  Alberta. 
The  number  of  chronic  carriers  in  Alberta 
could  be  os  high  as  10,000  people. 

• There  are  an  estimated  300  million  chronic 
carriers  worldwide. 


HEPATITIS  B VACCINATION 

continued 

the  education  and  promotion  of  this 
valuable  initiative. 

Hepatitis  B is  a contagious  viral 
infection  that  affects  the  liver  and  is 
spread  through  blood  and  body 
fluids.  Between  150  to  200  acute 
cases  of  hepatitis  B are  reported  each 
year  in  the  province,  but  the  actual 


Albertans  enjoy  one  of  the  highest 
standards  of  health  and  quality  of  life 
in  the  world,  according  to  Toward  a 
Healthy  Future:  Second  Report  on  the 
Health  of  Canadians,  a landmark 
public  policy  report. 

Toward  a Healthy  Future  offers  a 
snapshot  of  the  health  of  Canadians 
at  the  start  of  a new  century.  It  also 
includes  provincial  information  on  a 
number  of  key  indicators  of  health. 

The  report  shows  that,  overall, 
Albertans  are  healthy,  and  living 
longer  and  healthier  lives.  Alberta 
ranks  at  the  top  or  in  the  middle  on 
many  of  the  indicators  of  health  used 
in  the  report. 

At  the  same  time,  the  report  confirms 
that  there  are  areas  where  Alberta 
needs  to  take  action  to  improve 
health.  But  in  many  of  the  areas 
where  Albertans  are  not  doing  well, 
government  is  already  working  on 
specific  strategies  to  address  these 
issues. 

Toward  a Healthy  Future  looks  at  the 
effects  of  socioeconomic  status  and 
gender  on  health  and  provides 
information  on  health  status,  income 
and  income  distribution,  education 
and  literacy,  employment,  working 
conditions,  social  environment,  child 
development,  youth,  the  physical 
environment,  personal  health 
practices,  health  services,  and  biology 
and  genetic  endowment. 

Alberta  is  committed  to  regularly 
updating  Albertans  on  important 


number  of  cases  could  be  as  high  as 
2,000,  most  of  which  go  undetected 
and  unreported. 

The  number  of  new  hepatitis  B 
cases  has  increased  steadily  across 
Canada  since  1980.  Hepatitis  B is 
100  times  more  infectious  and  200 
times  more  contagious  than  HIV, 
but  it  is  the  only  sexually 
transmitted  disease  preventable  by 
vaccine. 


health  trends  and  issues.  Later  this 
year,  Alberta  will  provide  more 
specific  information  about  health 
trends  in  our  province  in  the 
Report  on  the  Health  of  Albertans. 

Report  on  the  Health  of  Canadians  - 
Highlights  of  information  on  Alberta: 

• Overall,  Albertans  are  healthy,  and  we're 
living  longer  and  healthier  lives.  Alberta 
ranks  third  among  provinces  and  territories 
for  life  expectancy  and  self-rated  health. 

• Alberta  has  one  of  the  lowest  numbers  of 
lung  cancer  deaths  in  the  country. 

• Alberta  ranks  among  the  top  provinces  on 
indicators  of  psychological  well-being. 

• Alberta  ranks  second  for  the  number  of 
people  getting  regular  physical  activity,  and 
is  in  the  middle  of  the  provinces  on  most 
other  positive  personal  heolth  practices, 
such  as  not  smoking. 

• Alberta  continues  to  have  a high  rate  of 
injuries.  Last  year,  the  Alberta  Centre  for 
Injury  Control  and  Research  was  created  to 
address  the  high  rate  of  injury  in  Alberta. 

• The  Alberta  low  birth  weight  rate  of  6.1%  is 
above  the  national  average  of  5.8%  and  is 
significantly  higher  than  the  best  of  4.3%  in 
Yukon  Territory.  Birth  weight  is  a generally 
accepted  indicator  of  the  health  status  of 
newborns.  There  are  many  factors  that 
increase  the  risk  of  low  birth  weight.  These 
include  smoking,  drug  use,  maternal  age, 

in  vitro  fertilization,  multiple  birth,  as  well 
as  socioeconomic  status. 

• The  pertussis  or  whooping  cough  rote  in 
Alberta  is  twice  the  national  average.  In 
1 997,  Alberta  introduced  a new  vaccine 
that  produces  fewer  side  effects  and  holds 
promise  for  the  increased  control  of 
pertussis. 


Risky  behavior 
leads  to 

unhealthy  babies 

Some  pregnant  Alberta  women  are 
putting  themselves  and  their  babies 
in  danger  by  taking  part  in  risky 
maternal  behaviors,  according  to  a 
new  report  by  Alberta  Health  and 
Wellness. 

Maternal  Risk  Factors  in 
Relationship  to  Birth  Outcomes 
shows  that  using  tobacco,  alcohol 
and  illicit  drugs  during  pregnancy 
impact  the  risk  of  pre-term  birth 
and  low  birth  weight.  The  age  of 
the  mother  and  the  number  of 
prenatal  visits  to  a doctor  also 
affect  birth  weight  and  length  of 
term. 

Low  birth  weight  infants  are  more 
likely  to  experience  birth  defects, 
visual  and  hearing  problems, 
learning  disabilities  and  respiratory 
problems.  Pre-term  births 
contribute  to  85  % of  all  neonatal 
deaths.  A majority  of  pre-term 
infants  are  low  birth  weight,  and 
this  combination  increases  the  risk 
of  growth  and  development 
problems,  visual  and  hearing 
difficulties,  delayed  speech,  and 
other  health  conditions. 

During  the  study  period  (1994-96), 
31,390  mothers  reported  smoking 
during  pregnancy,  7,970  mothers 
consumed  alcohol,  and  1,479 
mothers  used  street  drugs.  The 
report  also  identified  a number  of 
other  patterns  that  can  be 
influenced  to  help  reduce  the 
incidence  of  low  birth  weight, 
pre-term  birth  and,  ultimately,  to 
improve  the  long-term  health  of 
babies. 

As  a result,  the  Alberta  government 
and  the  regional  health  authorities 
are  working  together  to  develop 
strategies  to  improve  the  health  of 
mothers  and  babies.  In  the 
meantime,  factors  identified  in  the 
report  will  continue  to  be 
monitored  so  appropriate  programs 
can  be  developed. 


Albertans  Compare  Well  to  Other 
Canadians  in  Landmark  Health  Report 


Immunize  Your  Kids!  Boost  Their  Chances  for  Health 


Childhood  immunization  is  a simple 
and  inexpensive  procedure  that 
spares  thousands  of  youngsters  from 
catastrophic  illnesses  and  even 
death.  And  it’s  everyone’s  job  - 
government,  regional  health 
authorities  and  parents  - to  ensure 
our  children  receive  the 
immunizations  they  need. 

During  National  Immunization  Week 
(October  24  to  31,  1999),  Albertans 
will  be  reminded  about  the 
importance  of  making  sure  their 
children  follow  a regular  series  of 
childhood  vaccinations.  National 
Immunization  Week  will  also  raise 


awareness  about  the  risks  of  under- 
immunization, especially  in  light  of 
increasing  globalization. 

Existing  evidence  proves  that  when 
immunization  levels  drop,  disease 
returns.  Yet  despite  this  evidence, 
some  serious  and  growing  challenges 
exist  in  the  field  of  immunization. 

A growing  complacency  is  taking 
root  in  the  developed  world.  As 
dreadful  childhood  diseases  like 
polio,  measles,  diphtheria,  tetanus 
and  congenital  rubella  syndrome 
fade  from  memory,  so  too  does  the 
need  for  vaccinations  quietly  slip 
from  our  minds. 


Vaccine  available  to  protect 
seniors  from  pneumonia 

Alberta  seniors  will  soon  have  more  help  in  the  battle  against  pneumonia 
and  other  serious  infections. 

The  pneumococcal  vaccine  is  now  available  - free  of  charge  - to  all 
Albertans  over  the  age  of  65  through  community  health  clinics  and 

physicians’  offices. 

The  pneumococcal  vaccine  can  prevent  serious  infections  caused  by  the 
bacteria  Streptococcus  pneumoniae,  which  is  a leading  cause  of  illness 
and  death  among  the  elderly  and  people  with  certain  underlying  medical 
conditions.  The  organism  is  linked  to  meningitis,  pneumonia  and 
sinusitis.  About  400  people  die  each  year  in  Alberta  from  pneumococcal 
infection. 

The  vaccine  is  important  because  strains  of  drug-resistant  Streptococcus 
pneumoniae  have  become  increasingly  common  in  many  parts  of  the 
world,  including  Canada. 

Among  those  at  greatest  risk  for  the  disease  are  seniors,  people  living  in 
a nursing  home  or  other  long  term  care  facility,  or  those  over  two  years 
of  age  who  have  medical  conditions  that  may  affect  their  body’s  ability  to 
fight  diseases.  Patients  are  encouraged  to  talk  to  their  physician  or  public 
health  nurses  for  more  information  about  the  vaccine. 

The  pneumococcal  vaccine  can  be  taken  at  the  same  time  as  the  annual 
flu  shot,  which  will  start  being  provided  throughout  the  regional  health 
authorities  in  September.  The  pneumococcal  vaccine  only  needs  to  be 
administered  once  to  provide  many  years  of  protection. 

“In  most  cases,  one  pneumococcal  vaccination  is  all  a person  will  ever 
need,”  says  Dr.  Karen  Grimsrud,  deputy  provincial  health  officer.  “We’re 
encouraging  everyone  over  the  age  of  65,  healthy  or  otherwise,  to 
consider  this  option  to  help  protect  themselves  against  pneumonia.” 

For  information  on  how  you  can  obtain  the  pneumococcal  vaccine, 
contact  your  local  community  health  clinic. 


But  those  diseases  are  not  gone. 
They’re  only  an  airplane  ride  away. 
In  this  era  of  rapid  globalization 
and  tourism,  diseases  travel  faster 
than  ever,  putting  Canadians  at 
serious  risk. 

Even  though  childhood 
immunizations  are  not  required 
under  the  Canada  Health  Act,  the 
Alberta  government  is  committed  to 
ensuring  our  children  receive  the 
immunizations  they  need.  In  fact, 
government  is  so  committed  to  this 
goal  that  the  business  plan  for 
Alberta  Health  and  Wellness  has  set 
the  target  of  seeing  97%  of  all 
two-year-olds  in  the  province 
properly  immunized  to  prevent 
several  serious  childhood  diseases. 
The  current  rate  is  only  80%,  both 
in  Alberta  and  across  Canada. 

In  addition,  the  provincial  and 
federal  governments  are  working 
hard  to  introduce  universal 
immunization  programs,  such  as 
the  hepatitis  B,  two-dose  measles 
and  new  acellular  pertussis 
vaccines.  All  provinces  are 
participating  in  these  programs, 
because  they  recognize  that  the 
coast-to-coast  nature  of  such 
initiatives  makes  them  very 
effective. 

But  government  cannot  improve 
immunization  rates  alone.  Parents 
must  also  recognize  the  serious 
need  to  vaccinate  their  children  and 
ensure  that  a regular  immunization 
schedule  is  followed. 

Why  immunize?  From  a financial 
standpoint,  we  know  that 
immunization  makes  sense.  For 
example,  every  congenital  rubella 
case  we  prevent  saves  the  health 
care  system  more  than  half  a 
million  dollars. 

But  some  things  transcend  the 
impulse  to  save  money.  Giving 
children  a chance  at  long,  healthy 
lives  is  one  priority  that  we  all 
share,  especially  since  we  can  do  so 
with  a procedure  that  is  as  simple 
as  it  is  safe. 
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The  majority  of  Albertans  continue 
to  receive  quality  health  care  in  the 
province,  according  the  fifth  annual 
Alberta  Health  Survey. 

Survey  results  for  this  year  show 
that  Albertans  continue  to  be 
positive  about  the  services  they 
receive  in  our  health  system. 

For  the  first  time,  the  survey  also 
included  a question  about  the 
quality  of  care  Albertans  received 
from  their  physicians.  The  high 
rating  generated  by  this  question 
indicates  the  confidence  Albertans 
have  in  our  medical  personnel  and 
illustrates  how  dedicated  physicians 
are  to  providing  quality  care  to  their 
patients. 


The  report  indicates  that: 

• 76%  of  respondents  reported  they 
had  personally  received  health 
services  in  the  last  12  months 

• 89%  of  respondents  who  had 
received  health  services  from  a 
physician  indicated  the  quality  of 
care  was  excellent  or  good 

• 79%  of  respondents  who  received 
health  services  in  the  past  year 
reported  the  quality  of  care  was 
excellent  or  good 

• 83  % of  these  respondents  reported 
that  the  result  of  the  care  they 
received  was  excellent  or  good 

• 74%  of  the  participants  rated  the 
availability  of  services  in  their 
community  as  excellent  or  good 


Province  Launches  Program  to  Improve 
Metabolic  Screening  For  Newborns 


Newborn  babies  in  Alberta  will  soon 
benefit  from  a new  province-wide 
initiative  to  improve  screening  for 
metabolic  disorders. 

Alberta  has  been  successfully 
screening  and  treating  Alberta 
newborns  for  metabolic  disorders 
since  the  early  1960s.  But  now 
we’re  building  on  this  success  with 
a new  initiative  to  better  ensure  all 
newborns  are  screened. 


In  the  future,  Alberta  will  be 
able  to  use  this  proactive 
program  as  a model  to  make 
sure  that  people  at  risk  have 
the  opportunity  to  be  tested  for 
a variety  of  other  diseases. 

Metabolic  disorders  in  infants  are 
uncommon,  but  can  create  problems 
with  a baby’s  metabolism.  Disorders 
can  be  detected  through  a blood  test 
within  a few  days  of  birth,  but  if 
these  conditions  are  untreated,  they 
can  cause  brain  damage. 


New  technology  will  help  assign  a 
Personal  Health  Number  to  each 
newborn.  This  will  help  regional 
health  authorities  to  better  track 
newborns  following  discharge  from 
hospital  to  make  sure  they  are 
screened  for  metabolic  disorders 
and  treated  if  necessary.  The 
improved  technology  is  part  of  a 
successful  pilot  project  currently 
underway  in  the  Capital,  Chinook 
and  Aspen  health  regions. 

The  new  initiative  also  includes 
new  standards  for  metabolic 
screening,  developed  in 
consultation  with  stakeholders  to 
help  health  professionals  provide  a 
timely  metabolic  screen  for 
newborns. 

The  goal  is  to  have  the  new 
Metabolic  Screening  for  Newborns 
Program  in  place  province-wide  by 
spring  2000.  This  is  a key 
information  sharing  initiative  under 
the  alberta  weWnet  program,  as 
well  as  a key  strategy  in  the  Alberta 
Health  and  Wellness  business  plan. 


• 67%  of  respondents  age  18-64 
reported  their  health  is  very  good 
or  excellent;  78%  of  Albertans  age 
65  and  over  reported  either  good, 
very  good  or  excellent  health 

• 57%  of  respondents  rated  the 
system  as  either  excellent  or  good 

Overall,  the  survey  results  were  very 
similar  to  those  of  the  past  several 
years,  with  a slight  improvement  in 
the  overall  rating  of  the  health  system 
and  availability  of  services,  and  a 
small  decline  in  the  rating  of  the 
quality  of  care  personally  received. 

As  in  years  past,  there  is  still  room  for 
improvement  in  some  areas,  such  as 
access  to  services.  But  the  significant 
increase  in  health  spending  for  the 
1999-2000  fiscal  year  is  intended  to 
address  these  pressure  points  in  the 
system. 

Total  health  spending  in  1999-2000 
has  increased  by  $386  million 
(8.7%),  with  spending  projected  to 
increase  by  close  to  $1  billion  over 
three  years.  Much  of  the  additional 
funding  is  directed  to  improving 
access  to  health  services. 

The  Population  Research  Laboratory 
at  the  University  of  Alberta  conducted 
the  Alberta  Health  Survey,  using  a 
representative  sample  of  4,000  adult 
Albertans. 


Update  on  Health  in  Alberta  is  published 
by  Alberta  Health  and  Wellness.  For 
additional  copies  of  this  newsletter,  please 
contact: 

Communications  Branch 
Alberta  Health  and  Wellness 
22nd  floor,  1 0025  Jasper  Avenue 
Edmonton,  AB  T5J  2N3 

telephone:  (780)  427-7164 

fax:  (780)  427-1  171 

e-mail:  ahinform@health.gov.ab.ca 

For  more  information  on  the  health  system  in 
our  province,  check  out  Alberta  Health  and 
Wellness'  internet  site: 

http://www.health.gov.ab.ca 
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